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NZINGA MBEMBA 

Appeal to the King of Portugal 

Europeans were unable to conquer Africa as they did the Americas 
until the end of the nineteenth century. Rivers that fell steeply to the 
sea, military defenses, and diseases like malaria proved insurmount
able to Europeans before the age of the steamship, the machine gun, 
and quinine pills. Before the last half of the nineteenth century, Euro
peans had to be content with alliances with African kings and rulers. 
The Portuguese had been the first to meet Africans in the towns and 
villages along the Atlantic coast, and they became the first European 
missionaries and trading partners. 

Nzinga Mbemba, whose Christian name was Affonso, was king of 
the west African state of Congo (comprising what is today parts of 
Angola as well as the two Congo states) from about 1506 to 1543. He 
succeeded his father , King Nzinga a Kuwu who, shortly after their 
first Portuguese contact in 1483, sent officials to Lisbon to learn Euro
pean ways. In 1491 father and son were baptized, and Portuguese 
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priests, merchants, artisans, and soldiers were provided with a coastal 
settlement. 

What exactly is the complaint of the King of Congo? What seems 
to be the impact of Portuguese traders (factors) in the Congo? What 
does King Affonso want the King of Portugal to do? 

Thinking Historically 

This selection offers an opportunity to compare European expansion 
in the Americas and Africa. Portuguese contact with Nzinga Mbemba 
of the Congo was roughly contemporaneous with Spanish colonialism 
in the Americas. What differences do you see between these two cases 
of early European expansion? Can you think of any reasons that 
Congo kings converted to Christianity while Mexican kings did not? 

Compare the European treatment of Africans with their treatment 
of Native Americans. Why did Europeans enslave Africans and not, 
for the most part, American Indians? 

Sir, Your Highness lof Portugal] should know how our Kingdom is 
being lost in so many ways that it is convenient to provide for the neces
sary remedy, since this is caused by the excessive freedom given by your 
factors and officials to the men and merchants who are allowed to come 
to this Kingdom to set up shops with goods and many things which 
have been prohibited by us, and which they spread throughout our 
Kingdoms and Domains in such an abundance that many of Ollr vassals, 
whom we had in obedience, do not comply because they have the things 
in greater abundance than we ourselves; and it was with these things 
that we had them content and subjected under our vassalage and juris
diction, so it is doing a great harm not only to the service of God, but to 
the security and peace of our Kingdoms and State as welL 

And we cannot reckon how great the damage is, since the men
tioned merchants are taking every day our natives, sons of the land and 
the sons of our noblemen and vassals and our relatives, because the 
thieves and men of bad conscience grab them wishing to have the 
things and wares of this Kingdom which they are ambitious of; they 
grab them and get them to be sold; and so great, Sir, is the corruption 
and licentiousness that our country is being completely depopulated, 
and Your Highness should not agree with this nor accept it as in your 
service. And to avoid it we need from those lyour] Kingdoms no more 
than some priests and a few people to teach in schools, and no other 
goods except wine and flour for the holy sacrament. That is why we 
beg of You r Highness to help and assist us in this matter, commanding 
your factors that they should not send here either merchants or wares, 
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because it is our will that In these Kingdoms there should not be any 
trade of slaves nor outlet for them. I Concerning what is referred above, 
aga in we beg of Your Highness to agree with it, since otherwise we 
cannot remedy such an obvious damage. Pray Our Lord in His mercy 
to ha ve You r Highness under His guard and let you do for ever the 
things of His service. I kiss your hands many times. 

At our town of Congo, written on the sixth day of July. 
Joao Teixeira did it in 1526. 
The King. Dam AHonso. 
[On the back of this letter the following can be read: 
To the most powerful and excellent prince Dom ]oao, King our 

BrotheL) 

Moreover, Sir, in our Kingdoms there is another great inconve
nience which is of little service to God, and this is that many of our 
people lnaturaesl, keenly desirous as they are of the wares and things of 
your Kingdoms, which are brought here by your people, and in order 
to satisfy their voracious appetite, seize many of our people, freed and 
exempt men; and very often it happens that they kidnap even noblemen 
and the sons of noblemen, and ollr relatives, and take them to be sold 
to the white men who are in Our Kingdoms; and for this purpose they 
have concealed them; and others are brought during the night so that 
they might not be recognized. 

And as soon as they arc taken by the white men they are immedi
ately ironed and branded with fire, and when they are carried to be em
barked, if they are caught by our guards' men the whites allege that 
they have bought them but they cannot say from whom, so that it is 
our duty to do justice and to restore to the freemen their freedom, but it 
cannot be done if your subjects feel offended, as they claim to be. 

And to avoid such a great evil we passed a law so that any white 
man living in our Kingdoms and wanting to purchase goods in any way 
should first inform three of our noblemen and officials of our court 
whom we rely upon in this matter, and these are Dom Pedro Manipanza 
and Dam Manuel Manissaba, our chief usher, and Gonc;:alo Pires our 
chief freighter, who should investigate if the mentioned goods are cap
tives or free men, and if cleared by them there will be no further doubt 
nor embargo for them to be taken and embarked. But if the white men 
do not comply with it they will lose the aforementioned goods . And if 
we do them this favor and concession it is for the part Your Highness 
has in it, since we know that it is in your service too that these goods are 
taken from our Kingdom, otherwise we should not consent to this.. . . 

'Emphasis in the original. 
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Sir, Your Highness has been kind enough to write to us saying that 
we should ask in our letters for anything we need, and that we shall be 
provided with everything, and as the peace and the health of our King
dom depend on us, and as there are among us old folks and people who 
have lived for many days, it happens that we have continuously many 
and different diseases which put us very often in such a weakness that 
we reach almost the last extreme; and the same happens to aUf chil
dren, relatives, and natives owing to the lack in this country of physi
cians and surgeons who might know how to cure properly such dis
eases. And as we have got neither dispensaries nor drugs which might 
help us in this forlornness, many of those who had been already con
firmed and instructed in the holy faith of Our Lord Jesus Christ perish 
and die; and the rest of the people in their majority cure themselves 
with herbs and breads and other ancient methods, so that they put all 
their faith in the mentioned herbs and ceremonies if they live, and be
lieve that they are saved if they die; and this is not much in the service 
of God. 

And to avoid such a great error and inconvenience, since it is from 
God in the first place and then from your Kingdoms and from Your 
Highness that all the goods and drugs and medicines have come to save 
us, we beg of you to be agreeable and kind enough to send us twO 
physicians and two apothecaries and one surgeon, so that they may 
come with their drug-stores and all the necessary things to stay in our 
kingdoms, beca use we are in extreme need of them all and each of 
them. We shall do them all good and shall benefit them by all means, 
since they are sent by Your Highness, whom we thank for your work in 
their coming. We beg of Your Highness as a great favor to do this for 
us, because besides being good in itself it is in the service of God as we 
have said above. 
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WILLIAM BOSMAN 

Sla ve Trader 

William Bosman was the chief agent of the Dutch West India Com
pany on the African coast where he lived from 1686 to 1702. Here he 
explains how slaves were brought to Whydah, an English fort on the 
coast of Dahomey (between the Gold Coast of Ghana and the slave 
coast of Nigeria). Bosman discusses various ways in which he received 
slaves. What were these ways? Which does he seem to prefer? 

Thinking Historically 

Compare Bosman's description of the slave trade with that of Nzinga 
Mbemba in the preceding selection. How do you account for the dif
ferences? Are they due to Dutch and Portuguese practice, to policies of 
the Congo and Dahomey, or to the passage of time between 1526 and 

1700? 
The author, a Dutchman, makes certain comparisons between 

Dutch slave ships and those of other Europeans. Do you see any evi
dence for his claims? 

The first business of one of our factors [agents] when he comes to Fida 
[Whydah], is to satisfy the customs of the king and the great men, 
which amounts to about a hundred pounds in Guinea value, as the 
goods must yield there. After which we have free license to trade, which 
is published throughout the whole land by the crier. 

But yet before we can deal with any person, we are obliged to buy 
the king's whole stock of slaves at a set price, which is commonly one 
third or one fourth higher than ordinary; after which, we obtain free 
leave to deal with all his subjects, of what rank soever. But if there hap
pen to be no stock of slaves, the factor must then resolve to run the risk 
of trusting the inhabitants with goods to the value of one or two hun
d red slaves; which commodities they send into the inland country, in 

William Bosma n, A New and Accurate Description of the Coast of Guinea, Divided into the 
Gold, the Slave, and the Ivory Coasts, 2nd cd., trans. from Dutch (London: 172 1), Barnes & 
Noble, 1967, pp. 363a-365a. 
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order to buy with them slaves at all markets, and that sometimes two 
hundred miles deep in the country. For you ought to be informed, that 
markets of men are here kept in the same manner as those of beasts 
with us. 

Not a few in our country fondly imagine that parents here sell their 
children, men their wives, and one brother the other. But those who 
think so, do deceive themselves; for this never happens on any other ac
COunt but that of necessity, or some great crime; but most of the slaves 
that are offered to us, are prisoners of war, which are sold by the vic
tors as their booty. 

When these slaves come to Fida, they are put in prison all together; 
and when we treat concerning buying them, they are all brought out to
gether in a large plain; where, by our surgeons, whose province it is, 
they are thoroughly examined, even to the smallest member, and that 
naked, both men and women, without the least distinction or modesty. 
Those that are approved as good, are set on one side; and the lame or 
faulty are set by as invalids, which are here called mackrons: these are 
such as are above five and thirty years old, or are maimed in the arms, 
legs, or feet; have lost a tooth, are grey-haired, or have films over their 
eyes; as well as all those which are affected with any venereal distem
per, or several other diseases. 

The invalids and the maimed being thrown out, as I have told you, 
the remainder are numbered, and it is entered who delivered them. In 
the meanwhile, a burning iron, with the arms or name of the compa
nies, lies in the fire, with which ours are marked on the breast. This is 
done that we may distinguish them from the slaves of the English, 
French, or others (which are also marked with their mark), and to pre
vent the Negroes exchanging them for worse, at which they have a 
good hand . I doubt not but this trade seems very barbarous to you, but 
since it is followed by mere necessity, it must go on; but we yet take all 
possible care that they are not burned too hard, especially the women, 
who are more tender than the men. 

We are seldom long detained in the buying of these slaves, because 
their price is established, the women being one fourth or fifth part 
cheaper than the men . The disputes which we generally have with the 
owners of these slaves are, that we will not give them such goods as 
they ask for them, especially the boesies [cowry shells] (as I have told 
you, the money of this country) of which they arc very fond, though we 
generally make a division on this head, in order to make one part of 
the goods help off another; because those slaves which are paid for in 
boesies, cost the company one half more than those bought with other 
goods . ... 

When we have agreed with the owners of the slaves, they are re
turned to their prison; where, from that time forwards, they are kept at 
Our charge, cost us two pence a day a slave; which serves to subsist 

them, like our criminals, on bread and water: so that to save charges, 
we send them on board our ships with the very first opportunity, before 
which their masters strip them of all they have on their backs; so that 
they come to us stark-naked, as well women as men: in which condi
tion they are obliged to continue, if the master of the ship is not so 
charitable (which he commonly is) as to bestow something on them to 
cover their nakedness. 

You would really wonder to see how these slaves live on board; for 
though their number sometimes amounts to six or seven hundred, yet 
by the careful management of our masters of ships, they are so [well] 
regulated, that it seems incredible . And in this particular our nation ex
ceeds all other Europeans; for as the French, Portuguese, and English 
slave-ships are always foul and stinking; on the contrary, ours are for 
the most part clean and neat. 

The slaves are fed three times a day with indifferent good victuals, 
and much better than they eat in their own country. Their lodging place 
is divided into twO parts; one of which is appointed for the men, the 
other for the women, each sex being kept apart. Here they lie as close 
together as it is possible for them to be crowded. 

We are sometimes sufficiently plagued with a parcel of slaves which 
come from a far inland country, who very innocently persuade one an
other, that we buy them only to fatten, and afterwards eat them as a del
icacy. When we are so unhappy as to be pestered with many of this sort, 
they resolve and agree together (and bring over the rest of their party) to 

run away from the ship, kill the Europeans, and set the vessel ashore; by 
which means they design to free themselves from being our food. 

I have twice met with this misfortune; and the first time proved 
very unlucky to me, I not in the least suspecting it; but the uproar was 
timely quashed by the master of the ship and myself, by causing the 
abettor to be shot through the head , after which all was quiet. 

But the second time it fell heavier on another ship, and that chiefly 
by the carelessness of the master, who having fished up the anchor of a 
departed English ship, had laid it in the hold where the male slaves 
were lodged, who, unknown to any of the ship's crew, possessed them
selves of a hammer, with which, in a shorr time they broke all their fet
ters in pieces upon the anchor: After this, they came above deck, and 
fell upon our men, some of whom they grievously wounded, and would 
certainly have mastered the ship, if a French and English ship had not 
very fortunately happened to lie by us; who perceiving by our firing a 
distressed-gun, that something was in disorder on board, immediately 
came to our assistance with shallops and men, and drove the slaves 
under deck: notwithstanding which, before all was appeased, about 
twenty of them were killed. 

The Portuguese have been more unlucky in this particular than we; 
for in four years time they lost four ships in this manner. 




